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ABSTRACT
The message of curremnt popnlar television shovs~in
vhich the hero is, or appears to.be, a dumb clod (e.g., Krchie
Bunker, FredjSamford, Colunmbo, and Barnaby Jomnes), apparently is that -
. .corruption may be equated with articulation, wealth, and education,
vhile virtue may be equated with poverty and,. often, illiteracy..
Unfortunately, the effect of fhis meéssagde upon undiscerning college
students may be dmmediate and far-reaching in its implication that
the speaking and writing of literate English is an elitist and
‘undesirable quality and that to be versed in literatnre is ' to wear/a
red "A" on the bosom. In contrast, the ndvels taught.in a college
1iterature course approxluate life more nearly than do clod-hero .
television shows, and a college composition course imparts more -

practical knovledge than does Columbo or any other clod  hero. (Jﬁ)
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- While’ the test patterT 1g yet on, let me say that I intend to cmbroil

myself in ro debate about the effects of TV of children. I am not qualified
for that, and ocan only cringe when I pass through the family room and see’ \
.. s
my izur-year old on- her belly and enthralled by ‘Sesame Street with its slang,

jargon, ‘and, un1ntentional non sequiturs. So what if she learns to count

bbackwards and that little people do not stand under large birds. I pacify

' , . myself by hopi-g that the knowledge will do her no lasting harm and that it~\

certainly is not so bad as hav1ng some pedant play games~with her head - by

A} 1 . ., N 4

telling her neve, - to_split,an infinitive or egd on a preposition.
S . -
w

nt to get messed up in any argu-

» v

v . ‘ In.any case, I redterate that I do not
. ment about television and) little kids. What T do wish to comment on is Yﬁe
efféct‘that TV has on big kids, those-who come to my college classes with

: ' writer's guide in hand but with video in the head--and who,. I fear, are not

so~discerning és the Sesame S eet legions. They' ve' had their astureness ham~-

' mered dull by 'any factors, noé\the least of which is a game played hy tele~-

&
f

) vision moguls. -
‘ . In most popular television shows there is a hero and thé'e is 2 fall guy.
’\‘Thls hero is ne: the typical masculine tough guy, though Matt Dillor still

I3

Y

w_runs around (or re—runs actually) ‘as the middle-aged simulacrum, and Joe Cannoga_;

. tries grossly~to mimiéythe old stereotypes.' The hero I,mean is thL.- dumb clod
_ . . TN,

o~

“.

™~

i . hero*-Ar&Hie;Bunker,,?red Sahford; Columbo,'Barnaby Jones. To one-degreeaor
a -‘ - ) . ) ) o ' - [ P .
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another they ure all-devious and dedicated--dedicated to ti® humiliation of

cradication of all who arc ndt devious. ¢

-

For instance, there's Barnaby Jones, ace detectivq and topnotch clod.

"It's sure purgy~hérc," lre intones, eyeing the well appointed hacicenda of a
N . .o L \

suave rich man he's about to crucify. "Whooocee!" Althoupli Jones himself

must be wealthy, what with ‘all the rewards and fees he gets for his tnfalli-

bitity, ﬁnd although he Jresses better than most of hié.rich antaéonists, he

—
»

remains a hopeless boob,'shambling about and muttering in his carrfover

Beverly Hillbilly twang. A list' of the villains he has dqne in of late in-

’ : - ,
cludqfa wri}er, sophlstlcateq bank president, an articulate‘'owner of a
. .

bésketball~team,.a college prof, a young lawyer, and any nqmber of other ‘edu~
cated sucpeséful people. In contrast Joues is pre'ented as the wise fhtherly
B\ pragmaﬁist;,I;;§ble, kind, and with-an honesfy unmatched sincé;Ceorge (.

\\' Washington.' In fact Jones ‘is a dpddering boor.

' 3

- ’ . ) . ‘ .
. Pursuing Jones' same‘fotmulagés Columbo, the quintessential clod. ALl

his foils too are rich, educated, articulate--and hopelessly corrupt. Colum- .

»

bo appeals, the TV critics tell us, to the common man, who loves to see the «
\ ' B - ' H

wealthy folks get their comeuppance. Maybe so, but Columbo is even more of

¢
’ - B3 - c 4 N . .
a stumblebum hero than Jones, a muttering semiliterate who®scatters cigar ashes:

over the grammétical and soCiai‘landscape.  Like:mo§t of the othgr clod Hé?oe;,
Coluﬁbo dousn't imbibe or show any'in;éresﬁ in females, whereas his éntagSnisés
karé fbreQer doing-béth. He does, however, éQnséhn{lx‘wegr a b;ttered féin-
: ‘ - . .
™. - coat--and I am suspicious of th&t. ‘f hink tha{h&ehind Columbo's Cro;Magnon

-

virt&e\lurks a pgrvert, and I harbor vikions of. Columbo's going out’and ex-

‘ -po§ing himself to passihg damsels oJ!%_hﬂ as incarcerated-the rich and the

o

articulate. "Want to see a cigar, hoMey?" he says*to the unsugpecting. Then,

. .  flash! . ' . T _
) , N

~

. I know that the vision is unfouynded." Such suggestive subtlety ‘would

never cross the mind of the TV scriptf?ii?r nor the desk of Mige Geodbody. I

know tosthat such clod heroes are nédﬂlng new. Their prototypes go back to /

\ . L Y . . ‘ , .

e . | ' - a'i%; ::3 .: o o




.. see them done in.- Maybe such a defense is in part true. But more than ex-
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Huck Finn and beyond. But the effect of the TV variety clod is more immediate

and faréreaching than Huck or any of his kind. And, Besides, Huck didn't'

limit his scorn just to the rich and literate. Twain had a fair bhare/bf

vitriol for everybody. But Columbo and Jones and their ilk do lim1t them—'

'selves to a condemnation of certain types of individualQ.: Such shows would

have us believe that they are attacking only the idle rich because as

Fitzgerald said the ;ich are very different from you and me, and we like to

"coriating'the rich; the clbd hero shows attack the eddvated, the sophisticated;'

-

1Y ~ -~
..those who know ‘the difference between purty and beautiful, and those who have

the smarts and ambition to’ stay -off the welfare rglls. The fact that such
. . s .

. people may be wealthy'is of secoridary concern.

A good eﬁample-of what I mean appeared in the first episode of a 197/

A version of the clod herc This addition to the poverty-and-ignorance-are-

virtues syndrome was calle' 'he Manhunter, a fiasco which fortunately was

short~lived. The hero is a blond, ex-marine, cleancut All-American boy. On

IS

the surface much gElike Caolumbo, thls hero is nonetheless from the same mold.

$

He has carried his GI killer instincts back to a Depression farm in the mid-

West; where hig mother, father, sister, and faithful dbg are starving because

the bank'and the rich von'thsubsidize t%em anymore. JThese folks are unschooled

aqd dirt'po°r‘4eﬁd that ie their éaving‘grace. . .

It makes:no difference that the father is a cantankerone'coot who.kicks
) N .

and curses malfunctioning tractors or that Sis dém02§trates somewhat more than

-
. v

sibIIng affection for_her naive brother. (He's been’gd China and'all‘ovef.

-

but remains as pure as Ada 'hefore the snake.) Such shortcoming®#are to be
N , A

‘ignored, for the entire clan is uneducated and moneyless., and .that compensates

for'any evil. Anyhow, manhunter Dave (remember David and Goliath of Bible
fame) is forced into private eyeing when bank robbers kill his dog and the

wife of his (Dave s not theé dog's) best friend. Dave never clarifies which

| 5 ':‘v R 4 . ) . ‘ | /
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death he laments most, but clearly he does not worry one iota that the bank

“ has been ripped off. \
- [ )
S0 Dave s«ts out on the first of his gangbusting episodes. And who

. ) - !
would have guessed that the leader of the robbers is a gentle man who loves

horses and\dogs and his only remaining sister and who 1s soft-spoken and .

articulate? bure, he robs a bank or two but the script’ doesn't present

that as being his great fault. His fatal.flaw is that he is gentle and loves

horses and dogs and his lone sister and is articulate. He even reads hard-

I ¢ ’

back books. He is thus portrayed as being crazy as a stalli@n in heat and

well deserving of having his head pérforated by the aforemeh ionéd David.
And, .I might add, the sub-villain of the show is a reporter who apparently

"makes a fairly good livirg writing the king's English and who is presgnted

as a troublesome prig because he wants to report theé doings of a psycho-hero

who has sublimated his drives into pistols and long rifles. i
The logic seemingly followed by the elod hero script writers is to

L

equate articulation, wealth,‘and education with corruption. It's aP easy
*®
and simpleminded associatibn, stemming from the robber barons and the

"<B1blical adages about money being the root of all evil and a rich man's going
to heaven beigﬁ like a camel squeeziﬁg through a needle's eye. And of course

¢

it's been more or less instilled in the American psyche. Fitzgerald s_.'

Buchanans,are about the foulest bunch. a poor boy would ever hope to trust

v
S . . .

his virtue to; and even Ne}son Rockefeller--trying no doubt to don the Jimage
of Honest Abe Lincoln—-attempts>to pass of f his‘l60 mMlion as a mere pittance
whici in no waylkeeps‘him\frogibeingﬂjust a good(ol' boy. And speaking of;
politicians, you can look to Adlai*Stevenson 9pd Eugene McCarthy to see what
the American electorate feels afout men who read- books, wr1te poetry and

© prose, and who display I1Q's higher than the humidity count.

The point is that the most’ prevalent game show on TV is the clod hero

show-éthatvshow/in which the scriptwr1ters\and producers would have us believe

/

\‘1_‘ . . - . . . . (
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that virtue is the exclusive property of the poor, that because they own

nothing“else the poverty stricken have monopolized honesty, purity, :and love.

(Even Sesame Street has no one who could Pay his own room rent, but :I prom=

. ised not to get involved in that game.) I resent that concept, not because
I am rich'but because I am poor. And I have as much right to corruption as

Rockefeller or QOnassis or™Ted Kennedy or Hugh Heanr--maybe‘even as much

Jemmy Cartar, i
right aq&ﬂowerdnuughéo Evil is a god-given right, gnd I do not want money

to take that right away from me. I don't think I should be forced to get and

striv. just to enjoy the fruits of corruption. Adam guaranteed me the right
. ' -~

with a mere apple. - : SN : I .

But that, after all, is beside the point. What really botheérs me about
the shows is .that they imply that the speaking (and by extension the writing)

of literate English is an elitist. and therefore undesirable .quality, that_to

-be versed in literature is a red "A" upon the bosom, and that to be articu-,

v,

late is a'symptom of chronic sexual immorality and general decadence.
Those of us who "teach English" know already the difficulty involved in

convincing the students of the worth of our courses—-partjicularly the fresh-

~~ .o, ~

man-sophomore‘courses. Most of the students in these courses are there o

becduse the universtty rightfully feels that they need to be there. But if
A

the students had the choice, the majority would desert us faster than Barnaby

,Jones_can drop a corny aphorism. We ean tell them that even in these liberal”

tinies they will still be judged by the way they speak and-write, that litera-

ture can teach them moral truths, and that sooner or later--no matter what

- -

their profession—-they wil}/have to commit themselves to théir. native tongue.

'Maybe ‘we have to play our own pedagogical games to make the- students accept ,

these truisms, and maybe the games work and maybe they don’t. Bu£~in any'

event the students go home Qr back.tQ the dorm,;and when they should be &
o |

reading our assignments or wniting our essgys, they watch telev1sion.

8

3
s
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And there before them, ‘with all the blessings of ﬁollywood, rollt-on deo-'

o b
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dogants, and Gerffral Motors, s Jones or Columbo or §andford or Bunker or
L)

big Dave=-the (lod erOLB, winnlngnabd(n and br[ng!n; grief’ to LhosL who

spLak well and who Jnhdb[t homes with - workable’ Lndoor plumbing. T have no

1N

. . .
' doubts that the influence of such video heroes is more subconscious than
c* . -

conscious, but therein lies their danger. The student does not with aware-

ness emulate Columbo or Wis kind, certainly not as my own generation aped
N . .

James Dean or Elvis Presley. But the student cannot:help but assimilate

, .
much of what he sees on the tube, and the hero that he sces most_often is the

L unﬂere@ucated boob, who‘thrpugh\LucR and the scriptwtiter's ﬁanipulations
always comes out’ the winner. . ' f. ' 1 S
' . Such shows are of course totally removed from reality. But the lower -
&ivisiqn studéat has not yet regained“the subtlety ot thought reqdiredlté' ’

s

turn his w1111ng suspension of disbelief on and off. ‘He actually comes to
‘- _be11eve thaf’ignorance is admlrable and that somehow, with little effort of
. . "'
his.own, he w1ll himself become a, ‘kind of folk hero. He does not see the

paradox or 1rony in. the g‘ft that the clod heroes are sponsored by - BLLCk and

.,

Ban and J. C. Pehney's ten—dollar ﬁhlrts, and that some flfty thousand— -

- L

- dollar-a-year man behind the’ scenes is trying to sell him a bill of goods,

)

quind literally. " Instead the student is imbued with the idea, seldom articu-

' lated, that he can hick his way’through life. He forgets--or has never known

1)

“\‘i—tﬁat there.ié~in’his lifefne scriptwriter to devise the happy endiﬁg and
that ignorand® has an lS%*éetvice charge. ﬁe doesn't learn until it is too
late that those v%llainous articulate rich.people are in fact‘the ones whe

run the cougtry;émd that in real life thére is ‘no shamblipg mumbling elod that

~N .- » : : . . Lo ‘
Lwill $tumble in and- save the day for the ignorant and unmotivated. The °

* - - B . s . )
appropriate game metaphor here is chess, with the'pawps being Paerificed tb

SN

T

«“
7 A

.the gilded queen of high finance.
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clod hero shows. And the composftion courses I teach can gfbv ¥ 1ot more

.practi&nl knowledge than the courses in.perverted ethles which holumho and

his kln&'impurtf Catch-22 or Luvisible W““”’(”“’lﬂi?ﬁﬂﬂﬁl,ghiﬁlﬁﬁgﬂjﬁg
ggég, y%th all Lheir aberrations, tell it more nearly 1lfke itkis than any of
the clod hero shows. And, alas, this is ul timately what really scares me.:
the boys bchfnd the clod heroes know precgsely'what they are doing. They

1yll the viewer into a false sénse of socurif} so that when the hard sell
comes he cdnnot resist it. Fed so long on the tasteless pablum of distorted,

romantic foldaroy, the viewer becomes immune to reality itself.

On the surface, poverty and. ignorance and illiteracy are made virtues.

But the folk: at General Motors know that what is best for GM really is

. - &

best for America-+and they make sure that the unwashed masses never havc the

smarts to ask why that's true or ij it is. We re selling you baseball, hot-

dogs, apple pie, and Chevrolet Amepica,' says GM, and "Amen echoes Texaco,

. : M e,
Exxon, Shell, and Mobil. '"So watch of' arhdby and Columbo and Archie while

4

we rob you, both literally and morally.™
So I return home In the evening, having plajeq whatever games I needed

t0'p1ax to coanteract-suth ethics, %nd I meander through the family room. .1

. - % -
see my small daughter gngrossed in Sesame Street--on a TV set, by the way,

which was not given to me-~and for the moment I rest secure. 1 know that she

is astute enough to see ‘the pretend quality of the happy folks and guppets
living with love and equanimity in the midst of direst poverty. - Her own roof
o i .

doeBn't leak, there are no garbage cans outsige her door; and" her friends

- A y-

"

don't inhabit dump grounds. I'm fairly certain that she knows, w1thout knowing

. elod
that she knows, that she is able to enjoy such a ain’f—cuckoo land because

she herself views .it from the comfort of a home made possible by parents who

~

read hardback books -and who work hard. Or at least I play a game with myself
' o ) 0

and think that she knows this.
. . ~ »
"So I rest secure for the mdment. But I cannot help but ponder what will

\
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happen as she gets oluer and has hervsenses bombarded by the ¢lod hero shows

and thelr splu-offs. T li ¢ to think that my own {nf luence over her will be
P ‘ :

stronger than theirs--but what change does a dumb Eugl ish teacher really have
: E .
! .
_against General Motors and a big bird stupid/hs oatmeal? . s

: o D
Patrick W., Shaw ',
Department of English
Texas Tech University. ¢ . _ .
Lubbgkk, Texas 79409 ) :

-
4

O

ERIC

Aruitoxt provided by Eic:






